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Maya	 de	 Wit	 was	 the	 first	 accredited	 sign	 language	 interpreter	 with	 the	International	 Association	 of	 Conference	 Interpreters	 (AIIC).	 She	 works	 as	 a	Dutch	 &	 American	 Sign	 Language	 and	 international	 sign	 interpreter	 and	 is	 an	accredited	International	Sign	Interpreter	with	the	World	Federation	of	the	Deaf	(WFD)	and	the	World	Association	of	Sign	Language	Interpreters	(WASLI).	Maya	
8

















Maya	 de	 Wit	 was	 the	 first	 accredited	 sign	 language	 interpreter	 with	 the	
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American	 Sign	 Language	 and	 international	 sign	 interpreter	 and	 is	 an	 accredited	
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Interpreters	 and	 Translators	 Association	 (EULITA).	 In	 2011	 Maya	 obtained	 their	
master’s	 degree	 in	 the	 first	 European	 Master	 of	 Sign	 Language	 Interpreting	
(EUMASLI).	You	can	reach	Maya	at	maya@tolkngt.nl.		



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































their	 vulnerability.	 Like	 other	 persons	 with	 disabilities,	 deaf	 individuals	 suffer	 diminished	
capacity	 to	deal	with	socio-economic	challenges	because	of	 their	disability	 thus	making	 them	
among	 the	most	 vulnerable	 groups	 in	 society.	 The	discrimination	 they	 suffer	 in	 the	hands	of	
majority	hearing	people	often	has	 led	to	violations	that	hinder	deaf	 individuals	 from	enjoying	
their	human	rights.	The	forms	of	discrimination	are	usually	exclusion,	restriction,	or	preference.		
Deaf	 individuals	 in	Kenya	are	 subjected	 to	negative	perceptions	and	stereotyping	as	a	
result	of	which	it	has	been	impossible	for	them	to	enjoy	their	fundamental	human	rights.		For	
deaf	individuals	to	enjoy	their	rights	as	human	beings,	rights	that	are	entrenched	in	universal,	
local	 and	 internal	 legal	 instruments,	 we	 conceptualized	 the	 notion	 of	 deafness	 as	 a	 socio-
political	construct	 in	which	 their	empowerment	 is	 foregrounded	so	as	 to	disabuse	 the	notion	
that	persons	with	disability	cannot	be	independent.	Though	vulnerable	groups	like	members	of	
the	 deaf	 community	 enjoy	 additional	 guarantees	 and	 special	 protection	 for	 the	 equal	 and	
effective	 enjoyment	 of	 their	 human	 rights,	 they	 still	 remain	 vulnerable	 to	 the	 abuse	 of	 their	
human	rights	for	various	reasons.	
This	paper	examines	why	this	is	the	case,	especially	in	Kenya.	It	also	examines	the	role	of	
the	 interpreter	 as	 an	 advocate	 for	 deaf	 people’s	 human	 rights.	While	 the	 interpreter	 has	 an	
important	 role	 to	 play	 as	 a	 mediator	 in	 the	 language	 barrier	 that	 exists	 between	 deaf	 and	
hearing	people,	they	also	belong	to	the	majority	culture	of	hearing	people	that	enjoys	relatively	
unrestricted	 human	 rights	 than	 deaf	 individuals.	 The	 question	 then	 is,	 “Can	 interpreters	 be	
trusted	 as	 the	 willful	 advocates	 for	 the	 human	 rights	 of	 deaf	 people?”	 Similarly,	 most	
43
interpreters	are	ill	equipped	to	deal	with	issues	related	to	the	rights	of	deaf	individuals	because	
they	 lack	 capacity	 in	 terms	 of	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	 issues	 of	 human	 rights.	
Therefore,	this	paper	will	argue	that	this	 lack	of	capacity	 infringes	on	deaf	 individuals’	human	
rights.	 This	 lack	 of	 capacity	 is	 twofold.	 Deaf	 individuals	 lack	 capacity	 to	 claim	 their	 rights	 as	



















government	 as	 a	 rights	 holder	 to	 meet	 its	 obligation	 towards	 the	 human	 rights	 of	 deaf	

















































































































































a	 signatory,	 the	 Kenya	 constitution	 (2012)	 also	 caters	 for	 protection	 from	 discrimination	 by	
virtue	of	disability	 in	article.	82	(3).	 In	Kenya,	there	is	also	the	Disability	Act	2003	amended	in	




































































































































































































































































African	 Union,	 The	 African	 Charter	 on	 the	 Rights	 and	 Welfare	 of	 the	 Child,	 in	 the	 United	
	 Nations,	 Human	 Rights:	 A	 compilation	 of	 Regional	 Instruments,	 vol.2	 (second	 part),	
	 New	York	(2002).	
Bauman,	 L,	 D-H,	 Simser	 Scot	 &	 Hannan,	 G.	 	 Beyond	 Ableism	 and	 Audism:	 Achieving	 Human	
	 Rights	 for	 Deaf	 and	 Hard	 Of	 Hearing	 Citizen	 (2011).	
Conrad,	 P.	 	Medicalization	 and	 social	 control.	 Annual	 review	of	 Sociology	Vol.	 18	 (1992),	 pp.	
	 209-232.	
Government	 of	 the	 Republic	 of	 Kenya	 (GOK.)	 The	 disability	 act.	 Nairobi:	 Government	
	 printer.	(2003)	





























































































































































































































































































































































































































Symptom	 Example	Illusion	of	invulnerability	 According	to	the	four	participants,	there	was	a	shortage	of	personnel	in	the	field,	and	so	interpreters	often	found	work	without	difficulty.	There	was	a	sense	of	invulnerability	due	to	that	though	it	was	not	openly	talked	about.	While	some	interpreters	worked	as	independent	contractors	in	educational	or	community	settings	or	for	agencies	such	as	a	video	relay	company,	their	contracts	seemed	to	continue	in	perpetuity	and	were	rarely	rescinded	once	agreed	upon.	Even	when	working	in	a	staff	position,	and	perhaps	due	to	the	shortage	of	interpreters,	weaker	or	unethical	interpreters	seemed	to	have	a	lot	of	protection.	Belief	in	inherent	morality	of	the	group	 The	participants	felt	that	in	the	general	society	and	in	the	various	work	places	they	mentioned	in	their	stories,	the	interpreters	were	seen	by	everyone	as	there	to	help,	not	hinder	Deaf	people.	This	there	was	a	strong	belief	in	their	inherent	morality.	Collective	rationalizations	 Several	collective	rationalizations	were	noted	in	the	shared	stories	that	supported	unethical	or	less	qualified	interpreters.	There	was	a	shared	belief	in	supporting	past	practices	as	the	best	way	or	only	possible	way.	For	example,	there	was	a	strong	belief	in	the	theory,	“No	one	complains,	so	nothing	is	wrong.”	Everyone	agreed	that	there	was	not	enough	funding,	which	stifled	ways	of	dealing	with	problems.	There	was	the	philosophy,	“We	tried	it	once	and	it	didn't	work.	Why	try	again?”	There	seemed	to	be	a	conscious	or	unconscious	belief	in	the	machine	model	of	interpreting,	as	interpreters	were	neutral	and	just	there	to	translate.	Stereotypes	of	out-groups	 Upon	reflecting	on	all	four	stories,	the	participants	thought	that	Deaf	and	hearing	individuals	who	wanted	change	were	seen	as	demanding	or	angry.	There	existed	an	“us”	against	“them”	view,	interpreters	against	the	clients,	and	a	belief	that	the	clients	“don’t	understand	our	work.”	Self-censorship	 Each	of	the	participants	had	decided	not	to	speak	out	or	had	seen	others	decide	not	to	speak	out,	indicating	a	strong	sense	of	self-censorship.		Illusion	of	unanimity	 Another	common	experience	was	that	everyone	in	the	four	settings	
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made	a	concerted	effort	to	get	along	and	produce	a	united	front	to	the	consumers.	Interpreters	did	not	talk	about	these	issues	with	the	consumers	or	with	their	group	members,	though	they	may	have	shared	them	with	a	select	group	of	trusted	peers.	Direct	pressure	on	dissenters	 The	four	participants	believed	that	anyone	who	wanted	change	within	their	group	was	ostracized.	They	were	rebutted	by	the	mindguards	and	there	was	a	real	fear	of	being	shunned.		Self-appointed	mindguards	 Each	of	the	participants	talked	about	how	some	members	of	the	group	had	taken	on	the	role	of	dissuading	change,	and	they	reminded	the	group	that	some	things	had	been	tried	before,	or	insisted	that	new	ways	wouldn’t	work.	They	failed	to	come	up	with	alternative	solutions.	Table	2	Symptoms	of	Groupthink		 	
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working	 in	 Jordan.	 This	 paper	 highlights	 select	 findings	 from	 the	 master’s	 thesis	
“Mutarjeema:	 A	 Case	 Study	 of	 an	 Arabic/Jordanian	 Sign	 Language	 (LIU)	 Interpreter	 in	













rights	 and	 has	 passed	 legislation	 to	 comply	 with	 the	 U.N.	 Convention	 on	 the	 Rights	 of	





considered	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 disabled	 population,	 rather	 than	 a	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	
minority,	 and	 is	 impacted	 by	 both	 the	 legislation	 and	 social	 stigmas	 regarding	 disability	
within	the	country	 (Hendriks,	2008;	Al-Majeed	et	al.,	2008).	The	reported	number	of	Deaf	
people	 within	 the	 country	 ranges	 from	 1%	 according	 to	 Hendriks	 (2008)	 to	 17.84%	 (Al-
Majeed	et	al.,	2008)	of	the	population1,	and	from	20,000	following	the	Joshua	Project	(2012)	
to	60,000	(Hendriks,	2008).	Even	 if	 the	 lower	numbers	prove	to	be	correct,	 it	 is	clear	 that	
the	 Deaf	 community	 comprises	 a	 significant	 portion	 of	 the	 Jordanian	 population.	
Consequently,	Jordanian	Sign	Language/Arabic	interpreters	are	vital	in	providing	the	access	
necessary	 for	 the	 Deaf	 population	 to	 engage	 with	 society	 in	 the	 ways	 that	 legislation	




























primary	 themes	 and	 thirteen	 secondary	 themes	 in	 Jana's	 reported	 experiences	 as	 an	
Arabic/LIU	 interpreter	 in	 Jordan.	 The	 three	primary	 themes	were	 Interpersonal	 Relations,	
Interpreting	Paradigms,	and	Professional	Standards.	Each	primary	theme	comprised	roughly	
one-third	of	the	total	data	elicited	from	a	two-page	questionnaire	and	two-hour	interview.	
The	 primary	 theme	 of	 Interpersonal	 Relations	 included	 information	 regarding	 how	 Jana	
related	 to	 other	 people;	 this	 primary	 theme	 contained	 the	 secondary	 themes	 of	 Hearing	





Paradigm	 (Campbell,	 Rohan,	 &	 Woodcock,	 2008),	 and	 Designated	 Interpreter	 Paradigm	
(Hauser,	 Finch,	&	Hauser,	 2008).	 The	 primary	 theme	of	 Professional	 Standards	 addressed	
information	about	the	requirements	and	practices	for	working	as	an	interpreter	 in	Jordan;	
this	primary	theme	contained	the	secondary	themes	Logistics,	Requirements,	Training,	and	









still	hold	a	 stigma	 toward	Deaf	people	and	often	 say	unkind	or	 ignorant	comments	about	
having	a	Deaf	person	present	such	as	“What’s	the	use”	or	about	her	as	the	interpreter,	such	
as	 “maybe	 she	 will	 never	 get	married	 because	 she	 is	 working	 with	 crazy	 people”	 (Trine,	
2013).	 She	 has	 also	 experienced	 people	 praising	 her	 for	 her	 work	 and	 suggesting	 that	
because	 of	 her	 kindness	 God	 will	 send	 her	 to	 heaven.	 She	 shared	 her	 frustration	 in	
witnessing	discrimination	against	Deaf	people	continually	in	various	settings	but	added	that	
those	 she	 has	 worked	 with	 over	 time	 “almost	 understand	 now”	 (Trine,	 2013).	 Jana	
described	one	of	the	hardest	things	about	her	work	as	interacting	with	people	who	are	“are	
absolutely	in	ignorance”	about	Deaf	people	(Trine,	2013).		
Jana	 has	 close	 ties	 to	 the	Deaf	 community	 as	 a	 CODA,	which	 she	maintained	 and	
developed	over	 time	by	 being	 continually	 involved	with	 the	 community.	 She	 reports	 that	
her	 relationship	 with	 and	 reputation	 within	 the	 Deaf	 community	 are	 excellent.	 She	
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	explained	 that	 the	 situation	 for	 Deaf	 people	 in	 Jordan	 has	 improved	 tremendously	 from	
veritable	 isolation	 to	 the	 possibility	 of	 vibrant	 lives	 with	 relationships,	 education,	 and	
careers.	 She	 shared	 that	 Deaf	 people	 are	 “in	 charge”	 (Trine,	 2013)	 when	 it	 comes	 to	
determining	 if	an	 interpreter	has	the	necessary	skills	 for	a	 job	and	can	request	a	different	
interpreter	 if	 their	 needs	 are	 not	 being	 met.	 However,	 she	 stated	 that	 getting	 another	
interpreter	could	be	problematic	due	 to	only	having	 twenty-five	 interpreters	 in	 the	entire	
country	 (Trine,	 2013).	 Her	 perspective	 on	 what	 the	 Deaf	 community	 most	 wanted	 from	
interpreters	was	honesty,	 to	do	the	best	 they	could,	and	not	to	edit	or	change	what	Deaf	
people	communicate	when	interpreting.		
In	 regards	 to	 relationships	 with	 other	 interpreters	 Jana	 expressed	 that	 while	 she	
generally	 had	 good	 relationships	 with	 other	 interpreters,	 overall	 there	 was	 tension.	 She	
explained	 that	 there	was	particularly	 a	 strong	divide	between	 interpreters	who	had	been	
working	for	less	than	five	years	and	those	who	had	been	working	for	twenty-five	years,	and	
between	 interpreters	with	a	general	higher	education	and	 those	without	a	general	higher	
education,	 with	 each	 group	 looking	 down	 on	 the	 other.	 Jana	 shared	 that	 interpreters	





When	 Jana	 shared	 stories	 about	 how	 she	 approached	 the	 task	 of	 interpreting	 she	
described	 approaches	 that	 aligned	 with	 each	 of	 the	 interpreting	 paradigms	 described	 in	
Western	 interpreter	 education	programs	at	 the	 time	of	 the	 study.	Her	 approaches	 varied	
depending	on	the	situation	and	her	experience.	At	times	she	would	be	extremely	involved	
and	at	other	times	she	would	maintain	strong	boundaries.	She	emphasized	the	importance	
of	 interpreting	 every	 word	 a	 Deaf	 person	 signs	 and	 of	 engaging	 in	 setting	 appropriate	




while	clarifying	what	 ideas	were	her	own	and	what	 information	she	was	 interpreting.	The	
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three	 approaches	 that	 appeared	most	 often	 in	 the	data	were	 the	Helper	 Paradigm	 (Gish,	
1990)	 which	 involves	 a	 very	 active	 and	 involved	 approach,	 the	 Conduit	 Paradigm	 (Gish,	
1990)	which	involves	a	very	distant	and	machine-like	approach,	and	the	Bilingual-Bicultural	
Paradigm	 (Humphrey	 &	 Alcorn,	 2001)	 which	 involves	 an	 approach	 of	 recognizing	 and	
mediating	 both	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	 differences	 between	 participants	 for	 which	 one	 is	
interpreting.	
Professional	Standards	
When	 describing	 what	 it	 was	 like	 to	 work	 as	 an	 interpreter	 Jana	 continually	
expressed	a	deep	desire	 for	 improvement.	 She	 said	 that	 she	worked	an	 average	of	 thirty	
hours	a	week	and	added	that	interpreters	working	in	the	urban	capital	of	Amman	were	able	





Jana	explained	that	there	 is	no	formal	training	for	 interpreters	 in	Jordan.	Since	she	
craved	mentorship	when	she	entered	 the	 field	 she	does	her	best	 to	provide	 it	 for	others.	
People	 usually	 enter	 the	 field	 because	 they	 have	 a	 Deaf	 family	member.	 Those	 pursuing	
interpreting	 as	 a	 career	 take	 short	 courses	 in	 LIU	 to	 learn	 the	 language,	 but	 no	 formal	
interpreting	training	or	mentoring	is	available	for	learning	the	meaning	transfer	process.	She	








Jana	 said	 that	 the	 remuneration	 for	 a	 full	 day	 of	 interpreting	 could	 range	 from	 7	 to	 15	
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	Jordanian	dinars	 (roughly	equivalent	 to	9	 to	18	Euros	 respectively).	 She	 shared	 that	most	
interpreters	 work	 part	 time	 and	 struggle	 to	 earn	 a	 living.	 Jana	 believes	 the	 issue	 of	
remuneration	is	a	barrier	to	more	people	joining	the	profession.	While	she	was	desperate	to	





	 Throughout	 the	 findings	 Jana	portrays	 herself	 as	 seeking	 to	 raise	 the	 standards	 of	
the	field	in	Jordan	and	to	provide	the	best	possible	services	to	consumers.	We	can	recognize	
Jana	as	a	colleague	with	similar	experiences	and	goals	 to	 those	of	her	 international	peers	
and	with	much	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 field.	 Considering	 the	 data	within	 the	 framework	 of	






unique	 ties	 to	 its	 region	 and	 to	 the	 West	 since	 its	 establishment.	 These	 ties	 may	 have	
contributed	to	the	culture	of	Jordan	developing	differently	than	the	cultures	of	some	of	its	






Based	 on	 these	 categories,	 Alkailani	 et	 al.	 (2012)	 note	 that	 Jordanian	 culture	 values:	 the	
accumulation	of	wealth,	distinct	gender	roles,	expertise,	structure,	youth,	minimizing	status	
by	those	in	authority,	solidarity,	relationship	building,	and	conservatism.	
Alkailani	 et	 al	 (2012)	 identified	 Jordanian	 culture	 as	 collectivist.	 Initially,	 Jana’s	
portrayal	of	 the	 tension	and	competition	between	colleagues	may	appear	 to	conflict	with	
collectivist	 values	 of	 relationship	 building	 and	 solidarity.	 However,	 when	 considered	 in	
conjunction	 with	 the	 masculine	 characteristics	 of	 the	 culture	 which	 values	 wealth	 as	 a	
symbol	 of	 success,	 this	 tension	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	 professional	 identities	 of	 interpreters.	
This	 information	may	 indicate	 that	 interpreters	 feel	 solidarity	 with	 their	 families	 or	 with	
consumers	of	their	interpreting	services,	rather	than	with	other	interpreting	colleagues.	This	
could	contribute	to	viewing	colleagues	as	competition	for	wages	to	support	their	families	or	
as	 threats	 to	 disrupting	 working	 relationships	 that	 have	 been	 established.	 Working	 in	
isolation	 could	 also	 contribute	 to	 interpreters	 not	 feeling	 connected	 to	 the	 interpreting	
community	as	a	whole.		
When	considering	the	ratio	of	interpreters	to	the	Deaf	population,	even	if	the	lower	
statistics	 on	 the	 percentage	 of	 Deaf	 people	 in	 Jordan	 are	 correct,	 it	 is	 surprising	 that	
competition	is	so	prevalent.	 If	 it	 is	 in	fact	difficult	 for	 interpreters	to	find	work,	this	would	
suggest	 that	 the	 Deaf	 community	 is	 still	 marginalized	 and	 is	 not	 included	 in	 Jordanian	
society	 in	 the	ways	 that	 the	 CRPD	 and	 national	 legislation	 directs.	 It	 is	 also	 possible	 that	




solidarity	 and	 professional	 identity	 among	 interpreters	 could	 be	 problematic	 for	 the	
professionalization	of	the	field	and	consequently	for	consumers.	A	2013	study	conducted	by	
Annarino	 and	 Hall	 regarding	 disenfranchised	 interpreters	 in	 Saipan	 and	 Guam	 suggested	
that	 interpreters	 must	 feel	 connected	 to	 the	 profession	 in	 order	 to	 consider	 the	 ethical	
implications	 of	 their	 decisions	 when	 interpreting.	 Additionally,	 Guess	 (2004)	 posits	 that	
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	members	of	collectivist	cultures	may	feel	insecure	making	decisions	individually.	A	solidified	
professional	 identity	 for	 Jordanian	 interpreters	 could	 positively	 impact	 consumers	 if	
interpreters	 were	 more	 diligent	 in	 making	 individual	 ethical	 decisions	 and	 in	 collectively	
establishing	standards	for	interpreters	to	follow.			
	 The	cultural	descriptors	of	masculine	and	strong	uncertainty	avoidance	(Alkailani	et	
al.,	 2012)	may	also	 contribute	 to	 the	 low	 status	of	 interpreting	within	 Jordan.	While	 Jana	
shared	 that	 projects	were	 in	 development,	 at	 the	 time	of	 the	 study	 there	was	 no	 formal	
interpreting	 education	 within	 the	 country.	 The	 uncertainty	 avoidance	 value	 of	 expertise	
(Alkailani	et	al.,	 2012)	may	contribute	 to	 society	not	 viewing	 interpreters	as	professionals	
since	they	do	not	have	formalized	training	or	hold	a	degree	in	interpreting.	This	may	also	be	
a	factor	 in	the	 low	remuneration	 interpreters	receive.	Low	wages,	perceived	 low	status	of	
the	profession,	and	tension	amongst	colleagues	could	also	be	barriers	to	people	wanting	to	
join	the	field.		
	 When	 discussing	 her	 interpreting	work	 Jana	 continually	 demonstrated	 a	 desire	 to	
provide	access	for	consumers,	and	she	acknowledged	that	the	best	way	to	do	so	depended	
on	 the	 setting	 and	 situation.	 She	 shared	 stories	 that	 demonstrated	 alignment	 with	 each	
interpreting	paradigm	taught	in	many	interpreter	education	programs	internationally	(these	
paradigms	 are	 named	 above	 as	 the	 secondary	 themes	 under	 Interpreting	 Paradigms).	
However,	 Jordanian	 interpreters	 have	 yet	 to	 develop	 and	 codify	 approaches	 to	 the	work	





Her	 involvement	 in	 these	 situations	 seemed	 to	 stem	 from	 her	 deep	 connection	 to	 the	
community.	 Likewise,	 in	 the	 situations	 coded	 as	Designated	 Interpreter	 (Hauser,	 Finch,	&	
Hauser,	 2008)	 Jana	 shared	 that	 at	 times	 she	participated	 in	 an	 interpreted	 interaction	by	
adding	 her	 own	 comments.	 She	 emphasized	 that	 this	 only	 occurred	 when	 she	 had	







not	 focus	 on	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 Jordanian	 Deaf	 community.	 We	 suggest	 that	 future	
studies	include	Deaf	stakeholders	and	address	Deaf	community	members’	perspectives.	We	
also	 suggest	 that	 research	 on	 Jordanian	 Deaf	 culture	 and	 LIU	 be	 conducted	 to	 raise	
understanding	 and	 the	 perceived	 status	 of	 the	 Deaf	 community.	 Expanding	 Jordanian	
society’s	 view	 of	 the	 Deaf	 community	 could	 also	 increase	 society’s	 understanding	 of	
interpreters.	Research	regarding	Jordanian	Deaf	culture	could	determine	if	the	Deaf	culture	
is	 also	 collectivist	 and	 what	 the	 implications	 are	 in	 interpreting	 between	 two	 collectivist	
cultures.		
We	suggest	conducting	a	needs	assessment	to	determine	if	in	fact	tens	of	thousands	
of	 Deaf	 people	 are	 being	 marginalized	 and	 excluded	 from	 society.	 Jordan	 has	 already	
demonstrated	 through	 legislation	 that	 it	 wants	 to	 honor	 the	 human	 rights	 of	 the	 Deaf	
community	and	include	them	in	society.	We	recommend	that	the	World	Federation	of	the	




In	 order	 to	 foster	 professional	 identity	 and	 solidarity	 among	 interpreters	 we	 advise	 that	
interpreters	 engage	 in	 professional	 dialogues	with	 one	 another,	 such	 as	 Demand-Control	
Schema	case	conferencing	as	described	by	Dean	and	Pollard	(2001).		


















Kingdom	 of	 Jordan	 as	 per	 the	 National	 Legislative	 System	 and	 International	
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Years	of	experience	as	an	international	sign	interpreter	Hearing	 7	 2	Hearing	 7,5	 1	Hearing	 8	 3	Hearing	 10	 5	Hearing	 12	 2	Hearing	 14	 6	Hearing	 15	 5	Hearing	 16	 8	Hearing	 24	 20	Hearing	 30	 22	Hearing	 33	 25	
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Kenya	has	moved	a	 step	closer	 in	 regard	 to	 the	Sign	Language	 interpreting	profession	
after	the	promulgation	of	the	current	constitution	in	2010.The	constitution	recognizes	Kenyan	
Sign	Language	(KSL)	as	the	language	of	the	deaf	in	Kenya	and	further	stipulates	that	the	state	
should	 promote	 the	 development	 of	 KSL.	 Additionally,	 KSL	 is	 one	 of	 three	 languages	 of	 the	
Kenyan	parliament	in	addition	to	English	and	Kiswahili.	The	Persons	with	Disabilities	Act	(2003)	
also	 provided	 several	 rights	 and	 privileges	 to	 the	 deaf	 among	 them	 including	 reservation	 of	




to	 demand	 for	 their	 right	 to	 communication	 as	 they	 access	 services	 and	 job	 opportunities	
resulting	 from	 the	 legislation.	 Furthermore,	 recognition	 of	 Kenyan	 Sign	 Language	 has	 also	
resulted	 in	 an	 increased	 need	 for	 Sign	 Language	 interpretation	 services	 in	 different	 settings.	
Consequently,	 Sign	 Language	 interpreters	 have	 began	 interpreting	 in	 new	 settings	 such	 as	
parliament,	Court	and	television	settings	are	also	among	these	domains.	While	this	is	a	positive	




sign	 language	 interpreter	 as	 one	 of	 its	 job	 titles.	 In	 an	 attempt	 to	 meet	 the	 constitutional	
requirement,	 different	 government	 ministries	 have	 employed	 deaf	 persons	 and	 thereafter	
encountered	challenges	hiring	a	Sign	Language	interpreter.	Diverse	terms	used	to	refer	to	Sign	
language	 interpreters	 have	 been	 used	 in	 order	 to	 meet	 the	 demand	 in	 the	 existing	 job	
descriptions	in	the	government	structure.		
Interpreting	in	educational	settings	is	one	other	domain	that	has	been	impacted	greatly	
by	 the	new	 legislation.	 	 Recognition	of	 Kenyan	 Sign	 Language	 and	 its	 use	 as	 the	 language	of	
instruction	 in	 deaf	 schools	 and	 as	 an	 exam-based	 subject	 seems	 to	 have	 contributed	 to	 an	
increased	number	of	deaf	Kenyans	in	higher	institutions	of	learning.	In	the	last	six	years,	more	
deaf	 people	 have	 attained	 entry	 requirements	 to	mainstream	universities.	 Though	 several	 of	
them	may	be	enrolled	in	the	same	university,	the	careers	are	diverse.	This	notwithstanding,	all	










numerous	consultations	 involving	different	stakeholders.	 It	 involved	several	drafts	making	 it	a	
long	process	before	finally	having	a	document	acceptable	to	most	Kenyans.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	
the	majority	 rejected	a	 first	 draft	 through	a	 referendum	vote	 in	 2005.	At	 the	 time	 the	 initial	










(KSDC)	 established	 two	 units	 for	 the	Deaf	 in	Mombasa	 and	Nairobi	 in	 1958.	 Soon	 after,	 two	
more	fully	fledged	schools	were	established	by	catholic	missionaries	in	Mumias	and	Nyangoma	
(Mwangiri	 1988).	 For	many	 years,	 teachers	 of	 the	 deaf	 signed	 to	 deaf	 children	 some	 of	 the	
information	from	hearing	people	using	the	little	sign	language	learnt	from	their	deaf	students.	
Later	 in	1987,	 the	Kenya	National	Association	of	 the	Deaf	 (KNAD)	was	 registered	as	 a	
non-governmental	organization.	 Funded	by	 the	Swedish	Deaf	Association	 (SDR),	KNAD	held	a	
series	 of	 training	workshops	 that	 targeted	hearing	 people	 interested	 in	 learning	 Kenyan	 Sign	
Language	(KSL).	The	graduates	of	these	classes,	held	in	the	late	1980’s	and	early	1990’s	ended	
up	forming	the	first	group	of	interpreters	in	Kenya	(Okombo	et	al	2009)	



















the	Deaf	 in	Nairobi.	 The	 training	was	 conducted	by	Danish	 interpreter	 trainers	 together	with	
the	 team	 of	 TOTs	 that	 had	 previously	 undergone	 training	 in	 Denmark.	Within	 the	 two-year	
period,	all	the	trainees	converged	five	times	for	4-6	weeks	each	for	a	full-time	and	residential	
training.	After	each	six-week	period,	each	team	returned	back	 to	 the	respective	countries	 for	
practical	experience	with	supervision	by	the	trainers.	
At	 the	end	of	 the	 two-year	 training	 in	 the	 year	2000,	 Kenya	had	3	 interpreters	 and	3	
deaf	people	expected	to	continue	training	interpreters.	However,	there	was	no	established	SL	
interpreter	 training	 program	 apart	 from	 KSLRP	 that	 offered	 sign	 language	 classes.	 I	 was	
absorbed	at	KSLRP	to	assist	with	its	training	program	as	a	component	of	interpretation	added	to	
the	 sign	 language	 program.	 The	 other	 two	 trained	 interpreters	 continued	 practicing	
interpretation:	 one	 as	 a	 freelance	 interpreter	 while	 the	 other	 was	 later	 employed	 by	 the	








the	 U.S.	 to	 work	 with	 local	 interpreters	 to	 build	 their	 capacity.	 In	 1999,	 a	 strong	 group	 of	














Often,	 such	 court	 cases	would	 be	 adjourned	 several	 times	 resulting	 in	 delayed	 judgments	 or	
unfair	 ones	 for	 that	 matter.	 This	 in	 itself	 was	 a	 breach	 to	 the	 right	 for	 a	 fair	 hearing.	
Consequently	in	2004,	advocacy	by	the	Kenya	National	Association	of	the	Deaf	bore	fruit	as	the	
Judiciary	 employed	at	 least	 four	 SL	 interpreters	posting	one	each	 in	Nairobi,	 Kisumu,	 Eldoret	
and	Kakamega.	The	job	title	of	a	SL	interpreter	was	and	still	non-	existent	in	the	Kenyan	public	
service	 structure.	 The	 SL	 interpreters	 were	 therefore	 employed	 as	 court	 clerks	 (and	
remunerated	as	such)	with	the	understanding	that	 they	would	 interpret	court	cases	 involving	
the	deaf	in	all	courts	around	various	regions.	
In	 institutions	 of	 higher	 learning,	 Deaf	 students	 who	 were	 enrolled	 experienced	
accessibility	challenges.	The	Deaf	students	would	find	an	interpreter	for	themselves	by	offering	
them	a	small	token	for	transport	without	any	pay	for	the	services	provided.	Similarly,	public	and	




Article	 39	 of	 The	 Persons	with	 Disabilities	 Act	 2003	 requires	 all	 television	 stations	 to	
provide	 a	 sign	 language	 interpreter	 inset	 or	 subtitles	 in	 all	 newscasts,	 including	 educational	














of	 Parliament	 shall	 be	 Kiswahili,	 English	 and	 Kenyan	 Sign	 Language,	 and	 the	 business	 of	
Parliament	 may	 be	 conducted	 in	 English,	 Kiswahili	 and	 Kenyan	 Sign	 Language	 (KSL).		
Consequently,	the	Kenyan	parliament	was	required	to	include	Kenyan	Sign	Language	in	addition	
to	 English	 and	 Kiswahili	 languages	 previously	 used.	 Further	 article	 118	 1	 (a)	 requires	 that	
parliament	conducts	its	business	in	an	open	manner	and	ensures	that	its	sittings	and	those	of	
its	 committees	 are	 open	 to	 the	 public.	 This	 led	 to	 live	 broadcasting	 of	 parliamentary	
proceedings	on	the	national	television	channel	for	the	general	public.	Although	to	date	Kenya	
has	not	had	a	Deaf	Member	of	Parliament,	KSL	interpretation	has	been	offered	on	television	for	




interpretation.	 Consultations	 between	 KSLIA,	 KNAD	 and	 the	 concerned	 department	 in	
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parliament	agreed	to	contract	a	more	qualified	team	of	interpreters.	Consequently,	a	team	of	




The	Persons	with	Disabilities	Act	 2003	has	 since	been	 strengthened	after	 the	Persons	
with	 Disabilities	 (amendment)	 Act	 2015	was	 passed.	 Section	 28A	 (1)	 recognizes	 Kenyan	 Sign	
Language	as	 the	official	 language	of	 the	deaf	and	 (2)	places	KSL	as	equivalent	 to	English	and	








In	 addition	 to	 SL	 interpretation	 during	 parliamentary	 proceedings	 for	 both	 the	 National	
Assembly	 and	 the	 Senate,	 there	 are	 currently	 three	 television	 stations	 providing	 SL	
interpretation	during	news	namely	 the	National	 broadcaster	 Kenya	Broadcasting	Corporation	
(KBC)	and	two	privately	owned	TV	stations	namely	Kenya	Television	Network	(KTN)	and	Good	
News	Broadcasting	 System	 (GBS).	 This	 clearly	 points	 to	 an	 increased	need	 for	 Sign	 Language	
interpreters	 in	 different	 settings	 and	 to	 some	 extent,	 an	 increased	 awareness	 about	 Sign	
Language	interpreting	as	an	emerging	profession	in	Kenya.	
A	 research	 project	 study	 by	 (Koigi	 2013)	 entitled	 “The	 Linguistic	 challenges	 faced	 by	
Kenyan	 Sign	 Language	 Interpreters	 of	 the	 Proceedings	 of	 the	 Kenya	 National	 Assembly”	





A	 similar	 research	 project	 entitled	 “A	 Comparative	 Analysis	 of	 Challenges	 Associated	
with	English	and	Kiswahili	 Source	Texts	 in	Kenyan	Sign	Language	 Interpretation	 (Kaula	2014)”	
established	 that,	 only	 21.3%	 of	 the	 English	 source	 texts	 were	 adequately	 catered	 for	 in	 KSL	
target	 text.	 The	 remaining	 78.7%	 of	 the	 English	 source	 texts	 had	 various	 deviations	 such	 as	
omissions,	distortions	or	opposite	meaning.	Kiswahili	had	even	higher	deviations	as	81.2%	of	its	
source	 texts	had	deviations	 in	 the	 target	KSL	 text.	 The	 study	 recommended	establishment	of	
structured	 interpreter	 training	 programs	 that	 incorporate	 language	 enhancement	 in	 English,	
Kiswahili	 and	 KSL	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 competency	 development	 of	 KSL	 interpreters.	 These	




skills	 in	 KSL	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 training	 and	 therefore	 did	 not	 use	 it	 for	 instruction	 except	when	
teaching	it	as	a	subject.	Since	2010,	another	policy	from	the	ministry	allowed	deaf	candidates	to	
take	Kenyan	Sign	Language	as	a	subject	in	place	of	Kiswahili.	This	appears	to	have	contributed	
in	 boosting	 the	 average	 grades	 of	 deaf	 learners	 resulting	 in	 a	 slight	 increase	of	 admission	of	
deaf	Kenyans	in	higher	institutions	of	learning	in	the	last	six	years.		
Article	54	1(b)	of	the	Kenyan	constitution	stipulates	that	a	person	with	any	disability	is	
entitled	 to	 access	 educational	 institutions	 and	 facilities	 for	 persons	 with	 disabilities	 that	 are	
integrated	 into	society	to	the	extent	compatible	with	the	 interests	of	 the	person.	Further	the	
same	 article	 in	 1(d)	 provides	 entitlement	 to	 use	 Sign	 Language	 and	 any	 other	 appropriate	
means	 of	 communication.	 	 Consequently,	 public	 universities	 have	 contracted	 Sign	 Language	
interpreters	to	cater	for	deaf	students.	Despite	this	being	a	good	opportunity	for	interpreters	to	
work	 in	 an	 educational	 setting,	 it	 has	 come	 with	 its	 challenges.	 Seemingly	 most	 of	 the	
institutions	do	not	know	how	to	find	a	skilled	interpreter.	
At	 the	University	of	Nairobi,	 several	deaf	 students	are	enrolled	 in	different	disciplines	
pursuing	diverse	courses,	at	different	academic	levels	and	attending	classes	at	different	times.	
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Each	 deaf	 student	 ought	 to	 have	 an	 interpreter	 to	 attend	 lectures,	 a	 challenging	 situation	
considering	the	institutions	are	dealing	with	a	new	phenomenon.	While	increased	enrolment	of	
deaf	 persons	 to	 higher	 institutions	 of	 learning	 is	 a	 positive	 step	 as	 it	 provides	 more	
opportunities	for	SL	interpreters,	the	job	itself	is	demanding	in	terms	of	time	and	skill.	Some	of	













implementation	 of	 the	 principle	 that	 at	 least	 five	 percent	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 public	 in	
elective	and	appointive	bodies	are	persons	with	disabilities.	This	has	resulted	in	employment	of	
a	 few	 Deaf	 persons	 in	 the	 public	 service	 as	 the	 government	 endeavors	 to	 fulfill	 this	
requirement.	 Interestingly,	 government	 ministries	 only	 seem	 to	 realize	 the	 need	 for	 a	 SL	
interpreter	after	hiring	 the	deaf	person.	However,	 the	greatest	setback	has	been	recruitment	
and	remuneration	of	SL	language	interpreters	since	clear	guidelines	are	lacking.	In	an	effort	to	
hire	an	 interpreter,	ministries	encounter	major	challenges,	as	 the	process	 is	bureaucratic	and	
time	 consuming.	 The	 Kenyan	 constitution	 2010	 established	 the	 Salaries	 and	 Remuneration	






The	positive	move	of	 recognition	of	KSL	has	brought	 to	 the	 fore	dimensions	about	 SL	




Currently,	 none	of	 the	existing	universities	 has	 a	 Signed	 Language	 interpreter	 training	
program.	The	only	existing	interpreter	training	program	at	the	University	of	Nairobi	focuses	on	
spoken	 language	 interpreting	 and	 has	 not	 yet	 incorporated	 signed	 language	 interpreting.	
Compared	to	other	sign	language	teaching	programs	available	locally,	the	Kenya	Sign	Language	
Research	Project	 (KSLRP)	a	 joint	project	between	the	University	of	Nairobi	and	KNAD	offers	a	
fairly	 reliable	 training.	 	 KSLRP’s	 website	 indicates	 that	 its	 nine	 month	 training	 entails	 three	
months	 basic	 Sign	 Language	 classes;	 3	months	 advanced	 sign	 language	which	 incorporates	 a	
few	components	of	interpretation	and	3	months	of	internship	at	an	institution/organization	of	




that	 require	experienced	 interpreters.	Currently,	practicing	 interpreters	are	at	different	 levels	
of	skill	some	with	several	years	of	experience	while	others	have	basic	signing	skills.	Employers	
are	 unable	 to	 distinguish	 those	 levels,	 as	 there	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 system	 of	 licensing	 interpreters	
according	to	qualifications,	skill	and	experience.		
In	 the	 last	 few	years,	 there	has	been	 increased	enrolment	 for	 Sign	 Language	 training.	
Moreover,	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 accommodate	 deaf	 people,	 several	 government	ministries	 have	
sponsored	their	staff	to	undertake	sign	language	training.		As	of	June	2015,	KSLRP	indicated	on	
its	website	that	in	the	past	three	years,	at	least	150	nurses	from	different	public	hospitals	and	a	








u There	 is	 need	 for	 short	 training	 for	 interpreters	 already	 working	 in	 the	 mentioned	
settings	to	enhance	their	skill	level	in	order	to	improve	quality	
u Establish	 well-structured	 interpreter	 training	 programs	 that	 provide	 the	 required	
training.	The	Center	for	Translation	and	Interpretation	at	the	University	of	Nairobi	that	
has	an	existing	program	for	spoken	language	interpretation	is	considering	incorporating	
sign	 language	 interpreter	 training.	 However,	 the	 centre	 requires	 both	 technical	 and	
financial	support	to	implement	it.	
u Establishment	of	a	board	to	certify	and	 license	those	practicing	to	get	rid	of	“Mandela	
fakes”	 (a	 term	 coined	 by	 Kenyan	 sign	 language	 interpreter	 community	 after	 the	 Fake	













universities	 such	 as	 St.	 Pauls	 University,	 Moi	 University,	 Kenya	 Methodist	 University	 have	
incorporated	 sign	 language	 as	 a	 unit	 while	 others	 are	 considering	 starting	 an	 interpreter	
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